THE AGE OF MERCANTILISM
Laissez-faire has a long history behind it. Even in the days
when government control of industry was most active, it is
difficult to determine the extent to which the manufacturing
class submitted to it, since the repeated but futile efforts of
the authorities to regulate the conduct of his business were
met by the entrepreneur with passive resistance. In the
absence of a civil service and an efficient system of inspec-
tions it is certain that much of the industrial legislation was
virtually a dead letter. The regulation of wages by the
magistrates degenerated into a routine which rapidly pro-
duced a distinction between the legal rates sanctioned by
authority and the market rates paid by employers. The
institution of apprenticeship was undermined by the in-
clination of the law courts to weaken the checks which it
imposed on individual enterprise; and in practice it was
effective only when enforced by the custom of the trade.
The famous assize of cloth, which fixed the dimensions of
cloth, proved unworkable. It was found impossible to prevent
the use of tenter-frames for stretching cloth and of gig mills
for dressing cloth. Hence it is to the seventeenth century,
and not to the 'Industrial Revolution' nor to The Wealth of
Nations, that we must look for the movement towards laissez-
faire in industry and for the cause of its triumph. Adam
Smith only gave articulate expression to ideas in whose direc-
tion the leaders of industry had long been feeling their way.
The belated repeal of the labour code in 1809  (in the
woollen industry) and in 1813-14 (in other industries) was
necessitated by the activities of informers and attorneys,
who 'rummaged out5 obsolete laws in the vain hope to stem
the advance of the factory system. Its importance, therefore,
should not be exaggerated as though it indicated that the
legislature had suddenly surrendered itself to the influence
of the classical economists. The relaxation of industrial
restraints was already an accomplished fact upon which
Parliament now proceeded to place the formal  seal of
legislative approval.
The control exercised by the state in the domain of foreign
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